PIERS PLOWMAN,   I
their libraries to be destroyed by the Tudor monarch, whilst
they themselves received extravagant pensions for thus aiding
and sharing the cupidity of the king and his court. He would
have thought it no cause for rejoicing that the rain is falling
where the High Altars of Glastonbury and Whitby stood, and
over the desecrated burial places of Augustine at Canterbury
and Alfred at Winchester.
The very exceptional popularity of Piers Plowman is shown by
the large number of surviving manuscripts. And the evidence
of the manuscripts seems to prove that this popularity began
instantly: Piers Plowman spread widely in the short and imper-
fect form in which it was published about 1362. It circulated
therefore first during the interval of peace which followed the
treaty of Bretigny. Froissart has left an account of the horrors of
the winter campaign of 1359-60, which led the hitherto
victorious English king to agree to terms of peace. But
Froissart's words are not more vivid than are the allusions in
Piers Plowman to that winter which seemed as if it would last
for ever. This first, imperfect issue of the poem was named by
Skeat the A-text. Some fifteen years later the poem was
completed and published (the B-text). This can be dated with
some exactness from its allusions to the political difficulties
which threatened England, whilst the reign of Edward III
closed in disappointment and gloom, after the death of the
Black Prince. Still deeper is the horror aroused in the mind of
the poet by the wars which the Pope was waging against
Christian folk. But the A-text had had a good start, and the
B-text was never able to drive it quite out of circulation.
Men had to copy what they could get. The final and most wide-
spread version of all, the C-text, was a revision, published in
or around 1394, at a time when, as the allusions show, the
actions of Richard II were making him unpopular in London.
During the Fifteenth Century the poem continued to be
often copied, and even into the Sixteenth. The Bodleian
library possesses a manuscript (a combined A- and C-text)
which was transcribed in his own hand by Sir Adrian Fortescue
about 1532. Seven years later, Sir Adrian was attainted and
executed by the government of Henry VIII, 'probably for
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